Scythe by Neal Shusterman
STEM Read Idea Sparks and Mini Lessons

Idea Sparks


Debate the following statement found on page 192. “Immortality had turned us all into cartoons”. How
does Scythe Curie come to this conclusion? Do you agree or disagree with her? Explain your position
using examples from the book.



Interview an older adult. Ask them what age they would return to if they had a chance to “turn the
corner”. Why?



Invite a martial arts expert to visit the class and provide a demonstration or lesson. Ask them to discuss
how the concept of respect is an important element of martial arts. Do you think the Scythes or Scythe
apprentices who use martial arts are respectful? Explain your answer.



Create a time line showing the history of weapons. How have weapons evolved over time? How does
advanced weaponry change the “rules” of battle?



The Scythes used their robes to express their personalities. Create a drawing or sew a miniature of the
robe you would design for yourself. Explain why you chose the color(s), designs, and decorations.



In the novel, people collect Scythe collectible cards, which are similar to baseball or Pokémon cards.
Create a set of collectible cards depicting each of the Scythes and apprentices in the story. Be sure to
include the Scythes’ choice of weapon(s) and robe color/design.

Writing Prompts


Scythes choose names of famous people. Select at least three different Scythe names found in the book
and write a short paragraph for each name that details what contributions that person made to society
and how those contributions changed society. Select the name of a mathematician, inventor, or scientist
to use as your Scythe name. Write an essay that explains the rationalization for your choice.



Read the journal entry from Scythe Curie on page 110. What would be your answer to her question, “If
we are no longer human, what are we?” Include passages from the book to support your ideas.



Write an essay exploring all the possible negative side effects of immortality. Include examples from
Scythe to support your points.



Write programming directives for the Thunderhead. What powers does it possess? What are its
restrictions? What are the advantages and disadvantages of Thunderhead? Explain your answers.



Compare and contrast the Scythe concept of Utopia with other works of literature in which societies
strive for perfection, such as Brave New World, The Time Machine, or The Giver.
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Discussion Prompts


Review the Ten Commandments of Scythedom. How do these commandments drive the plot of the
book?



Nanites are not currently a technology that we possess, but they may be someday soon. What role do
you see them playing in the future of medicine, cosmetics, athletics, etc.



How should population be controlled if people were immortal? Explain your answer.



The Thunderhead ended the need for government. Discuss the pros and cons of this. How is the
Thunderhead like a government?



Why are the Scythes considered an elite governing class? Could we ever get to a point where government
was not necessary? What would that look like?



What does Citra mean on page 8 when she thinks, “Hope in the shadow of fear is the world’s most
powerful motivator.”? Explain your answer using examples from the book.



Would you want to live forever? Why or why not?



What would you do if you were asked to be a scythe’s apprentice?
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Mini Lessons
1. The Physics of Martial Arts
Standards
PDH 19.B.4a

Analyze various movement patterns for efficiency and effectiveness.

PDH 19.A.5a

Demonstrate knowledge and skills in a self-selected individual sport, a team
sport, creative movement, and work related activities.

Science & Engineering
Practices Obtaining,
Evaluating, and
Communicating Information
9-12

Communicate scientific and/or technical information or ideas (e.g. about
phenomena and/or the process of development and the design and
performance of a proposed process or system) in multiple formats (including
orally, graphically, textually, and mathematically).

Materials




Access to the internet
Scythe by Neal Shusterman
Paper




Pencil
Drawing utensils (optional)

Procedure
The martial arts were a big part of the apprentices’ training. In this lesson, students will select a style of
martial arts and research the physics required for the moves associated with that style. Think about force,
balance, inertia, and momentum.
1. Discuss Bokator, the main style of martial arts depicted in Scythe. Bokator means “to pound a lion” and is
a specific form of ancient Khmer (modern-day Cambodia) martial arts that utilizes elbow, knee, and shin
strikes and hand-to-hand combat on the ground. What makes this martial art particularly dangerous or
difficult? Explain your answer with examples from the book.
2. Provide students with a list of different types of martial arts.
3. In groups, students should then pick one style and research it. They should pay close attention to the
movements and body positioning.
4. Ask students to apply physics concepts such as force, balance, inertia, momentum, kinetic and potential
energy, gravity, Newton’s laws, torque, etc. to the art form they chose. They should write, draw, or label,
how physics concepts are displayed in that martial art.
5. As students present their findings have them demonstrate some of the movements and explain the
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physics behind them.

2. Gleaning Art
Standards
VA:Re.9.2.I

Establish relevant criteria in order to evaluate a work of art or collection of works.

VA:Re.9.2.III

Construct evaluations of a work of art or collection of works based on differing sets of
criteria.

W.9-12.1

Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, using
valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence.

SL.9-12.4

Present information, findings, and supporting evidence clearly, concisely, and logically
such that listeners can follow the line of reasoning and the organization, development,
substance, and style are appropriate to purpose, audience, and task.

Materials




Access to the internet
Scythe by Neal Shusterman
Various presentation materials –

PowerPoint, poster board, video, etc.

Procedure
1. Read pages 39-40. Discuss the different artists and art pieces they see in the Museum of World Art. If
possible, show the images of the artwork mentioned in the book.
2. Students should then investigate different famous pieces of art, paying attention to which ones catch
their attention for both positive and negative reasons.
3. Students should then choose one piece of art that they would glean. Emphasize that by gleaning the art,
students will remove the original piece and all reproductions of it from the world. They will erase it from
history. Tell students that their decision should be based upon the art’s significance, the impact it made
on society and history, and, if possible, data collected about its search history and popularity. How often
has it been on display and viewed by the public?
4. They should then choose a method for gleaning the artwork. This method must be rationalized by the
research that was completed. Students should create a persuasive presentation about the piece they
chose to glean and explain their reasons and method for gleaning.
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3. Economics of Immortality
Standards
SS.EC.7.9-12

Describe how government policies are influenced by and impact a variety of
stakeholders.

SS.CV.9.9-12

Evaluate public policies in terms of intended outcomes and related consequences.

WHST.9-12.1

Write arguments focused on discipline-specific content.

SL.9-12.4

Present information, findings, and supporting evidence clearly, concisely, and logically
such that listeners can follow the line of reasoning and the organization, development,
substance, and style are appropriate to purpose, audience, and task.

Materials



Access to the internet
Materials/technology for presentations – PowerPoint, poster board, video, etc.

Procedure
In the world of Scythe, the concept of economics has taken on a different role than what we experience in
our world. Everyone has everything they need, but there is still a level of economic disparity to keep people
striving for the things they want. This is part of the Thunderhead’s plan to create a utopian society, but does
it work? This lesson will allow students to explore different aspects of economics and immortality.
1. Discuss the economic reality in Scythe.
2. Define the following for students.


Minimum wage – the lowest amount of money an employer is required to pay wage earners. This
is determined by law or special agreement with a labor union.



Living wage – the minimum income necessary for a worker to meet their basic needs.



Universal basic income – an economic system in which the government pays every citizen a
stipend that allows them to meet all of their basic needs.

3. Provide the following information.
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The current Illinois minimum wage is $9.25 an hour rising to $15 an hour by January 2025.



The current Illinois living wage is $11.08 per hour for a single person and $22.96 per hour for an
adult raising one child.



The poverty level in Illinois is listed currently at an income of $12,490 for one person

4. Ask students to calculate their expenses and their possible earnings to determine if the current minimum
wage would put them above, below, or at the poverty line. How would their expenses change if they
were living on their own, or buying their own clothes and food? Do they have the added expense of a car,
requiring gas, insurance, and maintenance?
5. Divide the class into groups.
6. Ask the students to research various ways governments attempt to bring about equitable economic
conditions for residents. Look for programs of universal health care, food stamps, free college, and other
government support systems.
7. Ask students to select an economic system and find statistics on some of the following in order to
determine whether the system is helping citizens.


Birth rates



Infant mortality rates



Average life span



Unemployment



Suicide rates



Percentage of students attending college

8. Create a graphic visualization to explain findings.
9. Optional writing prompt: What could our government do to create an equitable economic system for
everyone?
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4. The Use of DNA Technology
Standards
MA:Cr2.1.I.a.

Research and apply aesthetic criteria in developing, proposing, and refining artistic ideas,
plans, prototypes, and production processes for media arts productions, considering
original inspirations, goals, and presentation context.

HS-LS3-3

Apply concepts of statistics and probability to explain the variation and distribution of
expressed traits in a population.

W.9-12.7

Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects to answer a question
(including a self-generated question) or solve a problem; narrow or broaden the inquiry
when appropriate; synthesize multiple sources on the subject, demonstrating
understanding of the subject under investigation.

Materials




Access to the internet
Materials/technology for presentations – PowerPoint, poster board, video, etc.
Scythe by Neal Shusterman

Procedure
1. As a whole group, cite various uses of DNA technology found in Scythe. Divide students into groups
2. Task students with researching about the past and current use of DNA technology for criminal justice,
health, and/or ancestry research.
3. Have students address the following questions.


How does probability affect the application of DNA technology?



Is it beneficial?



What privacy issues are associated with its applications?



What are the laws that govern use of DNA?

4. Have students write a science fiction short story about the future application they see for DNA
technology. Have them explore whether the technology will help or hinder humanity. Students should
include at least three real aspects of the technology to support their story.
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5. Haiku: Building Poetry with Patterns
Standards
W.9-12

Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization, and style are
appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.

W.9-12

Develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, revising, editing, or trying a new
approach, focusing on addressing what is most significant for a specific purpose and
audience.

Materials



Scythe by Neal Shusterman
Writing paper



Pen or Pencil

Procedure
A Code of Ethics is a set of specific principals of conduct and decision-making within an organization. In this
lesson, students will become Scythe apprentices and write a haiku that explains their own Scythe Code of
Ethics.
A haiku is Japanese formal poem, meaning it must follow a specific pattern. Formal poetry adheres to strict
patterns of meter, syllables, and rhyme. A haiku must follow this specific mathematical syllabic pattern of 1-2
-3-4-5/1-2-3-4-5-6-7/1-2-3-4-5

1. Review the Ten Commandments of Scythedom. Discuss how these commandments reflect the Scythe
code of ethics and conduct.
2. Review the poem by Honorable Scythe Socrates that H.S. Curie writes in her journal. Discuss how this
poem reflects a certain type of Scythe code of ethics and conduct. Students should think about how this
Scythe poem reveals Scythe Socrates’ own personal code of ethics.
3. Give students time to plan, draft, write, and revise their haiku. To be considered haiku, a poem must
follow these pattern requirements:


It must have 3 lines



The lines do not rhyme



It must contain a total of 17 syllables



The 17 syllables must be grouped as follows:
1-2-3-4-5
1-2-3-4-5-6-7
1-2-3-4-5
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4. Post the requirements of a haiku on the board or provide a hand-out listing the requirements.
5. Allow time for students to write poems.
6. Pair up students to practice reading their poems and give each other effective feedback.
7. Have students read their poems to the class.
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